Relationship research typically treats feelings about current romantic partners as independent of any lingering attachment to past partners. In contrast, the current study tests for an inverse association between current relationship quality and attachment to expartners. A longitudinal study followed individuals in relationships at three points over the course of 6 months. Participants reported their current relationship quality, emotional attachment to ex-partners, and perceived quality of relationship alternatives. Longitudinal declines in relationship quality predicted increased longing for ex-partners, above and beyond attention to relationship alternatives more generally. On the other hand, increased longing for ex-partners over time predicted decreased relationship quality, but only among those considering recent ex-partners. These findings suggest that ex-partners may be used in a substitution process to bolster belongingness needs when relationships sour and that resolving feelings for one's most recent ex may be important for maximizing a new relationship's potential.
The interconnection between feelings for current romantic partners and ex-partners has scarcely been examined in the relationship literature. Research typically portrays new relationships as independent of, and unaffected by, past relationships. However, the small body of literature on this issue suggests that feelings for current and past partners may mutually influence one another. For example, a new romantic relationship can help in getting over an ex-lover, at least in the short term (Spielmann, MacDonald, & Wilson, 2009 ). Conversely, higher quality alternative relationships can thwart current relationship development and undermine commitment (e.g., Miller, 1997) . Construed as an attractive alternative, desirable ex-partners may well hinder feelings for a current partner.
Correlational data are consistent with the existence of an inverse relationship between feelings for current and past romantic partners. Spielmann, MacDonald, and Tackett (in press) found that feeling more connection and intimacy with one's current partner was associated with weaker desires for an ex-partner. However, the direction of this inverse association remains unclear. It may be the case that declining intimacy in a current relationship promotes a heightened sense of connection with an ex-partner. Alternatively, increased romantic feelings for an ex-partner may undermine motivation to connect with a current partner.
Through a 6-month longitudinal study, the present research aimed to clarify the directional course of the dynamic interrelation between current relationship quality and longing for ex-partners. We predicted that changes in feelings for current partners and past partners would demonstrate a hydraulic relationship. Specifically, increased longing for desirable ex-partners over time should predict declines in relationship quality, particularly among those whose most desirable ex-partner was also their most recent. Recent ex-partners are often perceived as interested in reconciling the relationship (e.g., Gray & Silver, 1990) , and past research suggests that attractive alternatives who express romantic interest and availability are particularly likely to decrease commitment to current dating partners (Bazzini & Shaffer, 1999, study 2) . In this way, increased longing for more recent ex-partners may have a more negative impact on current relationship quality due to increased perceptions of quality alternatives to one's relationship, relative to longing for more distant, potentially unavailable, ex-partners. Regarding the reverse influence, declines in current relationship quality should predict increased longing for desirable ex-partners. We propose, specifically, that individuals may long for ex-partners above and beyond the tendency to turn to relationship alternatives more generally. In times of relationship decline, memories of a shared history and intimate connection with an ex-partner may uniquely provide solace in a way that considering more general alternatives to one's relationship may not, highlighting the unique interconnection between past and present relationships.
Method

Participants and Procedure
Individuals in relationships were recruited through online forums (e.g., craigslist.org) to participate in an online survey. Participants were then invited personally by e-mail to participate in the two online follow-ups, which took place 3 months and 6 months later. Participants were compensated with entry into monetary draws at each wave. In total, including participants who broke up with their partner between waves, 668 people were recruited in Wave 1, 254 in Wave 2, and 176 in Wave 3.
1
For the purposes of the present research, we selected only those individuals who (a) completed at least two consecutive waves of the study (i.e., completed at least Waves 1 and 2; n ¼ 254), (b) remained in the same relationship at each wave (n ¼ 180), and (c) reported on the same ex-partner at each wave (n ¼ 123). In total, 98 females and 25 males, ranging in age from 18 to 56 years (M ¼ 26.5 years old, SD ¼ 8.5), satisfied all criteria. Participants were primarily from Canada and the United States. Participants who were included in versus excluded from the final analyses did not significantly differ on relevant demographic or relational variables, with the exception of relationship quality. Those who satisfied all criteria reported greater current relationship quality (M ¼ 6.41, SD ¼ 1.10) at Wave 1 than those who were not included (M ¼ 6.05, SD ¼ 1.45), t(662) ¼ À2.59, p ¼ .01.
Measures
Characteristics of current and past relationships. Participants reported the lengths of their current relationships (range: 1-127 months; M ¼ 13.4, SD ¼ 17.7) and past relationships (range: 1-360 months; M ¼ 32.9, SD ¼ 51.4), as well as the number of months that had passed since their breakup (range: 2-420 months; M ¼ 42.9, SD ¼ 54.9). To promote consideration of ex-partners who may be considered high-quality alternatives to one's current relationship, participants were asked to consider the ex-partner ''with whom you would most like another chance.'' At each wave, participants provided the initials of this most-desired ex-partner. Fifty-five percent of participants indicated that the ex-partner with whom they most wanted another chance was their most recent ex-partner.
2 Correlations between all time-related variables are presented in Table 1 .
Current relationship quality. An aggregate measure of relationship quality (wave-level a ¼ .94, person-level a ¼ .95) was created based on reports of satisfaction (e.g., ''I feel satisfied with our relationship''; Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998) , commitment (e.g., ''I want our relationship to last a very long time''; Rusbult et al., 1998) , and perceived intimate connection with one's partner (e.g., ''My partner and I have a meaningful connection''; Spielmann, MacDonald, & Tackett, in press ).
Perceived quality of relationship alternatives. Perceived quality of alternatives to the current relationship was assessed with items such as, ''My needs for intimacy, companionship, etc., could easily be fulfilled in an alternative relationship'' (Rusbult et al., 1998 ; wave-level a ¼ .81, person level a ¼ .83).
Emotional attachment to ex-partner. Feelings of emotional attachment to the ex-partner were assessed with items such as, ''I am still in love with him/her'' (Spielmann et al., 2009; Wegner & Gold, 1995; wave- 
Results
We tested our hypotheses using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM Version 6.08; Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon, 2004) . Because of a small number of waves, all predictor variables were grand-mean centered and analyses included only random intercepts and not random slopes. Unstandardized coefficients are reported.
Change in Longing for Ex-Partners as a Predictor of Change in Relationship Quality
We first tested whether changes in longing for ex-partners accounted for inverse changes in relationship quality. Relationship quality at a given wave (w) was modeled as a function of relationship quality at the previous wave (w À 1), such that the outcome reflected residual change in relationship quality from one wave to the next. The model further included emotional attachment to the ex-partner at both the current wave (w) and the previous wave (w À 1), such that attachment to the expartner at the current wave reflected residual change in feelings for the ex from one wave to the next (for further explanation of residual change analyses, see Fagundes, 2012) . Furthermore, to account for change in longing for ex-partners above and beyond desires for alternative partners more generally, we included perceived quality of alternatives at the current wave (w) and the previous wave (w À 1). As can be seen in Table  2 , longitudinal increases in longing for ex-partners predicted significant decreases in relationship quality, above and beyond perceived quality of alternatives. Does increased longing for an ex-partner more negatively affect current relationship quality if the ex is an attainable, desirable alternative? Because recent ex-partners are likely to be more attainable alternatives than more distant ex-partners, we tested whether the longitudinal effect of emotional attachment to ex-partners on relationship quality was moderated by ex-partner recentness. Ex-partner recentness was included as a Level-2 between-participants predictor (1 ¼ most recent ex-partner, 0 ¼ not most recent ex-partner), with changes in relationship quality and longing for the ex-partner as Level-1 variables. There was a significant interaction between ex-partner recentness and residual change in attachment to the ex-partner predicting change in relationship quality, b ¼ À.39, SE ¼ .15, p ¼ .01 (see Figure 1) . Simple effects tests revealed that change in longing for an ex-partner over time predicted significant change in relationship quality when considering one's most recent ex-partner, b ¼ À.53, SE ¼ .12, p < .001. When the ex-partner in question was not the most recent, changes in longing for the ex-partner from wave to wave did not predict changes in relationship quality, b ¼ À.15, SE ¼ .10, ns. These effects held when controlling for time passed since the breakup. Moreover, in a parallel analysis in which ex-partner recentness was substituted with the continuous measure of time passed since the breakup, time since the breakup was not a significant moderator of the association between change in longing for ex-partners and change in current relationship quality, b ¼ .002, SE ¼ .002, ns. This finding suggests that ex-partner recentness uniquely predicts the interconnection between feelings for past and present partners in a way that cannot directly be assessed with the mere passage of time.
To explore whether the moderation by ex-partner recentness was due to recent ex-partners being associated with increased quality of alternatives, we tested perceived quality of alternatives as a mediator (Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005; Zhang, Zyphur, & Preacher, 2009 ). The first step of the multilevel mediated moderation required demonstrating that increased longing for more recent ex-partners is associated with increased quality of alternatives over time (our proposed mediator), compared to longing for more distant ex-partners. A moderation analysis revealed a significant interaction between ex-partner recentness and residual change in attachment to the ex-partner predicting change in perceived quality of alternatives, b ¼ .94, SE ¼ .30, p ¼ .003. Simple effects tests revealed that increased longing for an ex-partner over time predicted significant increases in perceived quality of alternatives when considering attachment to one's most recent ex-partner, b ¼ .95, SE ¼ .26, p < .001. However, when considering an ex who was not their most recent partner, increased longing for the ex-partner was not associated with perceived quality of alternatives, b ¼ .02, SE ¼ .16, ns. Satisfying the conditions for mediated moderation, inclusion of perceived quality of alternatives as a mediator reduced the longing for ex-partner by ex-partner recentness interaction to nonsignificance, b ¼ À.15, SE ¼ .14, p ¼ .25. Moreover, the change in quality of alternatives was a significant negative predictor of change in relationship quality, b ¼ À.24, SE ¼ .06, p ¼ .001, and a significant Sobel test confirmed mediation, Sobel ¼ À2.47, SE ¼ .09, p ¼ .01. In other words, those who increased their longing for a recent ex-partner experienced subsequent declines in relationship quality because they viewed their recent ex-partners (but not their more distant expartners) as desirable alternatives to their current relationship.
Change in Relationship Quality as a Predictor of Change in Longing for Ex-Partners
Next, we constructed a reversed model, testing the possibility that longitudinal changes in relationship quality from wave to wave accounted for inverse changes in longing for expartners, once again accounting for feelings for alternative partners more generally. As can be seen in Table 2 , longitudinal declines in relationship quality predicted significant increases in longing for ex-partners, over and above tendencies to turn to relationship alternatives more generally.
We again tested whether the longitudinal effect of relationship quality on emotional attachment to ex-partners was qualified by an interaction with ex-partner recentness. The effect of declining relationship quality on increased longing for expartners was only marginally moderated by ex-partner recentness, b ¼ À.20, SE ¼ .11, p ¼ .08, revealing a stronger association for recent ex-partners, b ¼ À.32, SE ¼ .09, p ¼ .001, compared to distant ex-partners, b ¼ À.12, SE ¼ .09, p ¼ .09. However, this interaction did not hold when accounting for time passed since the breakup, b ¼ À.13, SE ¼ .12, p ¼ .28. Importantly, this interaction was not accounted for by perceived quality of alternatives, which were not predicted by an ex-partner recentness by relationship quality interaction, b ¼ .06, SE ¼ .27, ns. Taken together, when relationship quality was on the decline, individuals increased longing for their most desired ex-partners by and large regardless of how recent or distant the ex-partners were, and for motivations other than turning to relationship alternatives more generally.
Alternative Hypotheses
For all analyses, results held when controlling for age, sex, length of the current and past relationships, months passed since the breakup, self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) , and anxious and avoidant attachment (Feeney, Noller, & Hanrahan, 1994) . Furthermore, none of these variables significantly moderated temporal changes in feelings for past or present romantic partners.
Discussion
The present longitudinal study provides compelling support for the notion that feelings for ex-partners and current partners are more connected than relationship research has previously considered. Analyses revealed that increased longing for expartners predicted declines in relationship quality, but only when focused on one's most recent ex-partner. This is because longing for more recent ex-partners is associated with perceptions of relationship alternatives, while longing for more distant ex-partners is not. Conversely, declines in relationship quality over time predicted increased longing for ex-partners, above and beyond perceived quality of alternatives. In other words, as current relationships became less gratifying, individuals appeared to turn more strongly toward desirable expartners. Taken together, the present findings suggest that while continued longing for ex-partners particularly hinders current relationship functioning when the ex-partner is considered an attractive alternative, unfulfilled needs in one's relationship may promote turning to thoughts of ex-partners more generally. The interconnection between feelings for current and past partners has broad implications for relationship research, particularly concerning past relationships and perceived quality of alternatives. The present findings replicate established research on relationship alternatives. Specifically, the study revealed that change in one's perceived quality of alternatives predicted change in one's current relationship quality. This is in line with extant research on the harmful effects of desirable relationship alternatives (Kenrick, Neuberg, Zierk, & Krones, 1994; Lydon, 2010; Miller, 1997) . However, the present research is the first to explicitly demonstrate that ex-partners may be considered in one's evaluations of relationship alternatives, affecting one's current relational outcomes. The present findings suggest that ex-partners may serve as desirable relationship alternatives, with romantic feelings for recent exes interfering with current relationship quality. The present work, therefore, has the potential to extend research on romantic alternatives because of the unique characteristics of an expartner as an alternative. Indeed, the present study revealed that declines in relationship quality uniquely predicted turning to thoughts of ex-partners, above and beyond general desires for alternatives to one's relationship, suggesting that motivations for turning to ex-partners when a current relationship is on the decline may not be the same motivations involved with turning to relationship alternatives more generally. For instance, memories of ex-partners may be tinged with nostalgia, an emotional state that may provide a particular sense of comfort during times of relationship threat (e.g., Routledge, Arndt, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2008) .
The complex interplay between feelings for current partners and ex-partners also has implications for recovery from breakups and the phenomenon of rebound relationships. Spielmann, MacDonald, and Wilson (2009) found that focusing on new partners helped individuals to get over their ex-partners in the short term. The present findings suggest, however, that not just any new relationship will necessarily promote getting over an ex. Those who choose relatively low-quality relationships seem more vulnerable to longing for their ex as the honeymoon phase fades in their new relationship.
Pining for ex-partners in the wake of decreased relationship quality highlights the hydraulic nature of the need to belong. The belonging substitution hypothesis suggests that close connections with others are relatively substitutable for one another, such that the loss of one connection can be tempered with another (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) . During troubled times in a relationship, positive and affirming memories of a desirable ex-partner may validate one's sense of self-esteem and love worthiness and may engender some hope of a relationship that could again be a reality. Consistent with the substitution hypothesis, we found that the less content individuals were in their romantic relationships, the more they turned to thoughts of ex-partners for belongingness satisfaction. On the other hand, the belonging satiation hypothesis suggests that meeting a threshold of belonging satisfaction limits desire to pursue additional sources of belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) .
In support of the satiation hypothesis, participants in the current study who continued longing for recent ex-partners experienced declining relationship quality. Focusing romantic thoughts on a recent ex-partner may have thwarted development in a new intimate relationship. An important limitation of the present research concerns the largely female composition of the sample. Although females do not necessarily have more difficulty getting over ex-partners than males (Simpson, 1987; Sprecher, 1994; cf. Frazier & Cook, 1993) , and do not typically report different levels of reward or satisfaction in their relationships (e.g., Kurdek, 2005; Spielmann et al., in press; cf. Sprecher, Felmlee, Metts, Fehr, & Vanni, 1998) , it is possible that the dynamics of turning to thoughts of an ex-partner in response to declining relationship quality differ across genders in a way our data do not detect. Furthermore, the process of data collection in the present study warrants consideration. While our online sample permits generalization to a community of participants who are arguably more representative than typical college student samples in terms of age and experience with lasting and committed romantic relationships, the process of conducting longitudinal studies with online samples is not without its complications. Importantly, the relatively large rate of attrition from wave to wave is an important limitation. However, as we report above, the sample of participants included in, versus excluded from, the present research did not differ reliably on almost all variables of interest. Therefore, attrition likely did not impact the generalizability of our sample. Along the lines of specific inclusion criteria, however, our analyses included only those who remained in their relationship over time. This subset of participants was, not surprisingly, higher in relationship quality than those who broke up, and reported relatively high levels of relationship quality at each wave. While this subsample of participants may limit generalizability to other relationship contexts, such as those in relatively unsatisfying relationships, it appears to highlight the sensitive interconnection between feelings for current partners and ex-partners by demonstrating that even minor fluctuations in relationship quality affect, and are in turn affected by, longing for ex-partners.
